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Fruit and Vegetable

Marketing for
Small-scale and

Part-time Growers -

Marketing is important to all farm enterprises, regardless of
size. Some farmers, such as cash grain farmers or dairy
farmers, have large, well-established markets. They can use
existing organizations to perform the marketing function for
them, or they can band together, form a cooperative, and
market their products jointly.

Small-scale fruit and vegetable growers generally have
more difficulty finding established markets; therefore, they
usually develop marketing systems tailored to their own
unique situations. It is strongly recommend that you identify
and research your market before you become a fruit and
vegetable grower.

Major Markets

Fruits and vegetables are produced seasonally, but the
market requires products throughout the year. For many
decades, this problem of matching product availability with
consumer demand was solved by two methods: (1) selling
fresh products during harvest and shortly thereafter, and (2)
processing the rest to meet demand during the remainder of
the year. As technology improved and consumer incomes
increased, it became possible to provide fresh produce
year-round. American consumers now expect fresh toma-
toes, strawberries, and sweet corn every month of the year.
In addition, a strong demand for processed fruits and
vegetables remains.
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Fresh Markets

Increased consumer incomes and year-round demand for
fresh produce force retailers or their representatives to
establish buying points both in different climatic regions of
the United States and in foreign countries. Some retailers
make year-round contracts with fresh fruit and vegetable
packers, who may contract with growers. The contracts and
large-volume buying practices enable packers to obtain
sufficient quantities of individual products.

Large fresh fruit and vegetable packers may contract with
growers in several different production regions to ensure that
fresh fruits and vegetables are available every week of the
year. These packers contract only in regions with a large
number of growers. Further, they contract mainly with the
largest growers, even in concentrated production regions.
Some packers ensure supplies by growing commodities
themselves. Large retailers and packers are unlikely to
purchase products directly from a single, small-scale grower,
especially a grower in a remote production area.

As a small-scale fresh fruit and vegetable grower, you
may consider selling directly to retailers. Although some
chain stores and independent retailers have buy-local
programs for fresh produce, such stores and programs are
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not common. You must develop your own marketing system.
In effect, you must become the grower, packer, and whole-
saler.

Processing Markets

To stay competitive, processors must keep unit costs low, so
large corporations generally do the processing. Many of the
smaller processors have found it difficult to compete with
these corporations and have gone out of business. Almost all
processors contract with growers for their raw-product
needs. Over the past 20 years, most processors have moved
their plants to major production areas. Only a few vegetable
processing firms are left in the Northeast. Therefore, it may
be difficult to locate processors interested in buying from
small-scale growers. If a processor does indicate a willing-
ness to buy, insist on a purchase contract with the processor
before planting the crop.

You may wish to process your own fruits and vegetables.
This is how many of today’s processors entered the business
several decades ago. If you are considering a processing
operation, contract your state department of agriculture to
learn more about food regulations pertaining to the process-
ing, packaging, and labeling of your product. It will prob-
ably be impossible for you to process and market produce at
costs as low as those incurred by larger processors. As a
result, it may be very difficult to compete for sales with
your processed fruits and vegetables through conventional
retail outlets. Selling processed fruits or vegetables may, in
addition, increase your exposure to product liability suits.
Check with an attorney and an insurance carrier to deter-
mine the degree of liability exposure and to secure the
proper level of protection. Sometimes a small processor will
process fruits or vegetables for a grower on a contract basis,
especially if the product being produced does not interfere
with their own processing requirements. Of course, their
busy time is often when you need to process your product,
so this works best for something with an especially early or
late processing season.

Evaluating Market Demand

Larger growers, particularly those located in major produc-
tion areas, can pursue either of the two traditional marketing
alternatives: wholesale fresh marketing or processing.
Small-scale growers who find these marketing avenues
closed to them will need to take a direct-to-consumer
approach. This requires thorough research of the market and
customer behavior before planning crop production.

Some farmers generate profits by planting and then
looking for a market, but this is extremely risky for fruit and
vegetable growers. There are far more failures than success
stories. If you are a new grower, or an established one
planning to produce a new item, you should first attempt to
evaluate the market demand for the product and then decide
which direct marketing channel(s) will best meet the needs

of your consumers. Your estimates of profitability should
include the marketing channel costs as well as production
costs.

Small-scale growers should collect three types of
information before deciding to produce and market fresh
fruits and vegetables.

» Determine and define the geographic area where you will
market fresh fruits and vegetables. Identify potential
customers before you investigate consumer demand.

= Assess the level of unfulfilled demand among consumers
within the defined marketing area. It is advisable to
estimate the amount that consumers (buyers) within that
market presently buy. In the process, you will gain insight
into how they might be better served.

= Consider the competitive structure of your market.
Knowing who your potential competitors are, where they
are located, and what services they provide are important
pieces of information for you as a new grower-marketer.
Note potential competitors who might have marketing
advantages (lower costs, better locations, and
higher-quality produce) or may provide potential consum-
ers with similar products.

You must find out as much as possible about consumers
who may buy your product(s). What products are your
potential consumers buying, where are they buying, and
when are these products available? Visit other areas to learn
about consumer behavior and produce marketers elsewhere.
Cooperative extension personnel are a valuable source of
information about the local marketing situation. In addition,
cooperative extension offices often provide training work-
shops and seminars specifically for direct marketers.

Determine the likely impact of increased production on
future selling prices. If you place more produce on the
market, and the products are not of different quality or do
not meet some other “unmet need” for which consumers are
willing to pay a higher price, then it is likely that prices will
drop from current levels. An expected price is a vital piece
of information for planning purposes. There is no simple,
reliable way of predicting local market prices, but such
information is very important to growers. Estimate prices by
considering all the available information and by using good
judgment. When using these estimated prices for planning,
remember to include marketing costs and the cost of unsold
product.

It is often difficult to introduce a new product to consum-
ers and get them to buy it, because they may not be familiar
with it or its potential uses. The learning process takes time.
A new item may provide you with a foothold in a market
that will grow rapidly. However, it is more likely to grow
slowly, which may result in product waste during the first
few years. If fruits or vegetables are commonly consumed,
you must find out whether buyers will increase purchases
when more is grown and sold in the manner you choose.



Supermarkets are major suppliers of fresh fruits and
vegetables, but generally are not strong competitors for sales
of in-season crops. For example, supermarkets sell very
little sweet corn when it is available at farmers markets or
along roadsides. Other direct marketers, whether they are
pick-your-own operations, roadside markets, farmers
markets, or curb markets, are strong competitors, and you
should note their presence. In recent years, it is not uncom-
mon for direct marketers to express concern about the
increased number of competitors and the possibility of
profit loss in existing operations.

Here are some important questions that you as a grower-
marketer must answer:

= Who arethe likely consumers of your produce and where
do these consumerslive?

= How many people live within your marketing area?

= How much of the product(s) do your potential customers
currently use? Is this use seasonal ?

= What prices are consumers paying for high-quality
products?

= Are consumers adequately served at present?

If consumers in the area are being adequately served,
here are some additional questions.

= Can you do the job better and draw part of the market
away from competitors?

= Can the quantity that consumers purchase be increased by
providing better quality than is now available?

= Are consumers currently buying a particular fruit or
vegetable?

= Will your anticipated yield come at atime when little else
isoffered for sale?

= What level of quality must you produce to meet the
unfulfilled demands of consumers?

= How must you prepare and package the produce? What
costs will be incurred?

Selecting a Direct Marketing
Channel

Several factors must be considered when choosing a direct
marketing channel. Location can have a major impact on an
enterprise’s profitability because location affects the direct
marketing channel used as well as the ability to attract
customers. Furthermore, some direct marketing channels,
such as pick-your-own operations, work well for some
products, but not as well for others.

Bringing fruits and vegetables to market requires special
handling. To preserve quality and maintain marketability,
each crop must be harvested, prepared for market, attired,
and shipped. (Special handling requirements are noted for

specific fruits and vegetables covered in this Agricultural
Alternatives series.)

Four different direct marketing channels are used by
small-scale growers. These channels vary in the amount of
labor and capital the marketer must provide and in the
location of the marketplace.

1. Subscription farming is essentially grower contracting.
You “contract” directly with the consumer to produce and
deliver a specific vegetable or fruit. This system may
require maintenance of a delivery vehicle, good consumer
relations, and a wide variety of fruits and vegetables. This
approach may be a good way to profit from special
attributes of your produce, such as products with ethnic
appeal, organically grown produce, and gourmet items.

2. Pick-your-own, sometimes referred to as U-pick, opera-
tions require the least grower labor and capital for market
facilities. Your customers perform a large amount of the
marketing function and do the harvesting. This method
works well for some commodities and in some locations,
but not for all crops or for all growers. It usually works
best for fruits or vegetables that are purchased in fairly
large quantities for home processing. Customers who
want to buy a quart of strawberries or a half-dozen ears of
sweet corn for the evening meal are not likely to buy from
a pick-your-own operation. Also, your ability to deal with
the public is an important consideration. As a U-pick
marketer, you must be willing to accept a certain amount
of unintentional damage caused by customers. Picker
instruction and supervision are tasks certain growers do
not handle well.

3.Roadside marketing is by far the most common direct
marketing system. The system requires some capital
investment in a facility, and you have to provide the
harvesting, market preparation, and retailing labor.
Customer relationships are extremely important, but they
are more conventional than the relationship between a
clerk and a customer. The publications listed in the “For
More Information” section can help you with roadside
marketing.

4. Farmers markets or “curb markets” are similar to roadside
markets, but the retailing function is simply moved closer
to the consumer. This enables you to offset the disadvan-
tages of your production location. One advantage is
generating high levels of customer traffic. Staffing needs
are simple to plan because operations generally occur only
during specified hours. One big disadvantage, however, is
the need to predict sales so that enough produce can be
harvested and prepared each market day. At a farmers
market, you generally cannot replenish stock by quickly
harvesting more, which can sometimes be done at
roadside stands. Also, a rainy farmers market day can
result in unsold stock that cannot be sold on the next
market day.



Quality Is the Key to
Marketing Success

Price and quality are synonymous in fruit and vegetable
production. Unfortunately, it is not always easy to know
what is meant by “high quality” and quality judgment often
varies from year to year. Federal grade standards do not exist
for all horticultural crops and those that have them are often
not very specific. Often there is only one recognized quality
grade, U.S. No. 1, which means produce of “good average
quality.” Buyers and consumers, however, often have
additional criteria by which they judge produce quality,
including flavor, ripeness, odor, cleanliness, and the pres-
ence of insects and foreign material.

Proper disease management, harvest practices (including
picker instruction and supervision), and postharvest han-
dling are critical to marketing success. Cooling produce to
remove field heat and improve shelf life is especially
important. Treatments to reduce decay may be another
important consideration. Sorting and washing of some fruits
and vegetables can also be done to help maintain quality and
improve appearance. For certain crops like small fruits and
other delicate produce, sorting and/or washing is not an
option; harvest crews must be well trained and quality
continuously monitored to assure a marketable crop.

Prepared by James Dunn, professor of agricultural econom-
ics, Jayson Harper, associate professor of agricultural
economics, and George Greaser, senior research associate in
agricultural economics.
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